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The owners of the supermarket that was the site of Paraguay's deadliest fire, in 2004, were sentenced
to jail in February. While the sentences were longer than a more-lenient verdict handed out one
year ago (see NotiSur, 2007-02-02), relatives of the hundreds of people killed in the blaze rejected
the sentences as still too short. They also criticized the court for absolving business associates of the
owner.

Owner sentenced to 12 years, son to 10
The fire at the Ycua Bolanos supermarket on the outskirts of Asuncion on Aug. 1, 2004, was the worst
peacetime disaster in Paraguayan history (see NotiSur, 2004-08-20) and brought the inadequacy of
fire regulations and safety in the capital to the fore. When a three-judge tribunal found the owners
of the Ycua Bolanos supermarket and a security guard guilty of a lesser charge that carried a five-toseven-year sentence, family members rioted in the streets and the judges had to spend the night in
hiding for fear of being lynched.
On Feb. 2, a court sentenced owner Juan Pio Paiva, 64, to 12 years in prison, and his son Daniel
Paiva, 40, to 10 years, according to the ruling read by German Torres, president of the three-judge
panel. The defendants were charged with negligent homicide and endangering people in the
workplace. About 700 relatives and friends of those killed protested outside the court complex that
the sentences were too light. "Murderers! Murderers!" the crowd chanted. Most of those killed in
the fire asphyxiated as thick smoke swept through the supermarket, one of the Ycua Bolanos chain.
Some 2,000 people were in the building, many of them families with young children, when the fire
broke out. Prosecutors argued that doors were deliberately ordered shut to prevent looting, trapping
many inside. The shop also lacked an effective fire-detection system or proper emergency exits.
Humberto Casaccia, a private security guard whom prosecutors accused of blocking exits, was given
a 5-year sentence for negligence, Torres said.
Three business associates of Paiva shareholders Agustin Alfonso, Maria Victoria Caceres, and
Antolina Burgos were cleared of any blame, with Torres saying they did not have operational
responsibilities for the supermarket. Security guard Daniel Areco received a 2-year sentence.
In 2006, furious relatives and friends of the victims rampaged through a court room and rioted in the
streets when the court panel announced it was divided 2-1 in favor of the lesser charges, but it was
unable to read its verdict because of the disturbances. The Corte Suprema de Justicia (CSJ) annulled
that verdict after the riots. The court cited the father's responsibility for overall public safety as chief
owner of the supermarket. It said his son was responsible for the food-court area where experts said
they suspected flames began in inadequately maintained equipment. Some 450 people were injured
in the blaze.
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Reports from various news sources gave different figures for the death toll. The Associated Press
reported that 374 died, Spanish news service EFE said the tribunal sentenced the businesspeople
for the deaths of 327 people, while the prosecutor's office said there were 364 dead victims. In the
days after the fire, the reported death tally went well above 400. Authorities say they have not
confirmed the deaths of nine other people whose bodies may have been incinerated. The burnedout supermarket in downtown Asuncion has remained shuttered, scrawled with messages and
tributes to loved ones.

Families wanted 25-year sentences
"This kind of justice is injustice!" shouted one demonstrator, Lys Torres, leader of a group of
victims' relatives. She vowed to fight for appeals for longer sentences. While the Feb. 2 sentencing
did not result in the chaos that the 2007 decision did, individuals conducted protests outside the
court after the decision.
Family members had sought maximum sentences of 25 years for the owners. As after the verdict
of 2007, victims groups accused the judges of "selling out." Some survivors said they were satisfied
with the verdict. Carmen Ayala who worked in the store and lost her spouse in the fire said she
would no longer be suffering. "Now my soul rests and is at peace," said the now-unemployed
widow and mother of four. Architect Bernardo Ismachowiez and other Asuncion officials are facing
charges separately related to safety deficiencies in the destroyed store.
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